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Abstract
In rural America, particularly the rural Midwest, the salad days of the distant
past seem to be turning from realities into memories. Shrinking populations, ailing
infrastructure, and a general decline in quality of life over the past 50 years have
left many small communities thinking critically about their future. These social and
economic pressures have acted as a call to arms for a few rural communities across the
Midwest, especially in the state of Nebraska.
The community of Valentine, Nebraska, situated at the crossroads of two
highways that span the continent, a regional hub for every household within a 2 hour
radius, and the epicenter of the Sandhills cowboy culture is one such place. A Nebraska
Department of Transportation project set to repave the town’s entire Main Street from
storefront to storefront in the spring of 2021 has led to big ideas about the town’s
future. Leadership at local levels sought out the help of students and faculty in the
Department of Landscape Architecture and the Rural Futures Institute at the University
of Nebraska to help facilitate a democratic community input process and translate the
town’s ideas into physical design.
This thesis project examines the processes, ideas, and design outcomes from a
comprehensive town planning exercise done by students, faculty, design experts, and
community members for Valentine, Nebraska over a two year period. Data, information,
maps, and research were collected from multiple site visits, digital townhall meetings,
and a three week-long student living experience in Valentine. This comprehensive town
planning and design strategy will serve as a replicable model for community prosperity
and renewal efforts across rural America.

Key Words: Placemaking, Rural, Sense of Place, Quality of Life, Main Street, Landscape
Architecture
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Figure 1: Valentine, Nebraska [Google Earth Imagery]

INTRODUCTION
This is a map of Valentine, Nebraska,
population 2,785. Located in north-central
Nebraska in the middle of the Sandhills
along the nationally scenic Niobrara River.
Famous for its cowboy culture, superior
golf resorts, and recreational opportunities,
Valentine is a true geographic anomaly.
In terms of demographic and economic
trends in rural Nebraska communities,
it is also an anomaly. Since 2010,
Cherry County, of which Valentine
is the county seat, has experienced
income, employment, and population
growth [U.S. Department of Commerce].
Over the last decade, the city
has begun the process of thinking
about its future. Valentine’s most recent
comprehensive plan was completed
in 2013. It was the first step towards

assessing what positive attributes the city
possessed, its development shortcomings,
and opportunities for change and progress.
Using the lens of the newly adopted
comprehensive plan in 2018, a University
of Nebraska-Lincoln class of landscape
architecture students took on the task of
analyzing the community as a whole to
define its sense of place, plan for infill and
future growth, and identify priority projects
for the city to consider implementing.
Beginning the new decade, a total
demolition and renovation of 5 blocks of
Valentine’s historic Main Street is planned
to be the first in a series projects intended to
catalyze economic development, promote
population regeneration and improve
quality of life for the towns’ residents.
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IDENTIFYING SENSE OF PLACE
Before the first pen starts drawing
or any shovels are moved, there needs to
be a concerted effort made to determine
what
physical,
geographic,
social,
cultural, and ecological characteristics
are unique to an area. Identifying and
celebrating these helps inform all future
design decisions and considerations. This
information starts to define an area’s
genius loci; the spirit or sense of place.
Sense of place is the way in
which a individual percieves his or her
surroundings. This includes attitudes
about the surrounding built environment,
their
feelings or perceptions about
an area, and the authenticity and
strength of cultural identity of a place.
When thinking about a city
thorugh this lense, it is helpful to use
Kevin Lynch’s terminology from his book,
The Image of the City. In it he describes
five identifiable qualities every town has
that relate to a physical dileaneation of
space. These are: paths, edges, nodes,
districts, and landmarks [see Figure 2].
Using this vocabulary helps understand
the structure and imageability of a place.
Understanding sense of place should
be done before any large-scale design
projects are undertaken in a town or district.

Designing with sense of place
in mind is achieved by adhering to
two overarching principles. The first
of which is the creation of space from
the inside-out. Character cannot come
from an outside source and applied to a
community, it must be informed by local
perspectives and the surrounding context.
The second principle related
to sense of place is identifying local
character, identity, and a unifying brand.
To visitors or those unfamiliar with a
place, it must be clear from the onset
what the community values, finds unique
about itself, and chooses to celebrate.
Before beginning to look at any
potential project opportunities, students
in a 2018 University of Nebraska-Lincoln
based landscape architecture studio
began the semester-long project by
doing extensive research into Valentine’s
identity and sense of place. In addition
to an initial 3-day long community visit
and series of community meetings at the
onset of the project, research was done
by the class into Valentine’s heritage,
culture, ecology, economy, structure,
geography, and other unique qualities.

Figure 2: Kevin Lynch’s 5 Elements of City Structure [The Image of the City]
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The students found that Valentine
has a rich history of railroad, ranching,
and cowboy culture. The expansive
prairie-covered dune landscape of
the Nebraska Sandhills in which the
town sits is pierced four miles to
5. Smith Falls State Park
4. Merritt Reservoir State Recreation
5
the
southeast2906by the Niobrara
River.
4
26
The river has
supported Valentine’s
burgeoning summer tourism industry,
which attracts hundreds of people every
weekend looking to float the river by canoe,
kayak, or inter-tube. Looking at the Regional
Asset map (Figure 3), there is a wealth of
historical and recreational opportunities
Phase ll: Regional Assets
within an hour outside of town in every
direction. The Niobrara is biologically
unique, supporting glacial relict populations
of tree and plant species not found for
U.S. National Park Service

The 76 miles of the Niobrara National Scenic River
winds through dramatic bluffs, incredible wildlife
diversity, gorgeous waterfalls, world-class fossil
resources, and plenty of floating fun for the whole
family. Less than 1/4 of one percent of US rivers
are designated under the National Wild & Scenic
Rivers System. To become a National Scenic River,
a river stretch must meet these basic criteria: be
free-flowing, have a somewhat accessible, but
mostly undeveloped, shoreline, and clean water
(or be managed to clean it). In addition, they must
have site-specific outstanding remarkable values-features that make the river unique or special at a
regional or national scale.

Number of Visits

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

The Refuge is a unique and ecologically important
component of the National Wildlife Refuge
System (System) which includes more than 566
NationalWildlife Refuges spanning approximately
100 million acres of lands and 750 million acres
of oceans in the United States. The native grass
prairie and wetlands found here support a diversity
of wildlife. Little has changed from historic times.
The Refuge was established by Congress in 1935
“as a breeding ground for migratory birds and
other wildlife.” The Refuge is home to 270 species
of birds, 59 species of mammals, and 22 species
of reptiles and amphibians.

Acres

Miles Southwest of Valentine

Nebraska Game & Parks

Merritt Reservoir is a deep lake with excellent
inflow from the Snake River and Boardman Creek.
A facility of the Ainsworth Unit, Sandhills Division,
Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Project, the dam is
operated by the Ainsworth Irrigation District. The
Game and Parks Commission administers the
water surface and adjacent lands for recreation
and wildlife.The reservoir has 44 miles of shoreline;
74,486 acre feet of storage, and a surface area
of 2,906 acres. It irrigates approximately 34,539
acres of Nebraska farmland.

Ranches

Number of Visits

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

41. Allen Bridge Float Stop
42. Berry Bridge Camp
43. Big Alkali Fish Camp
44. Dryland Aquatics
45. Fishberry RV Park and Campground
46. Fritz’s Island Campground
47. Graham’s Campground
48. Merritt Reservoir Willow Cove Area Campground
49. Prairie River Outfitters & Sunny Brook Camp
50. Rock Barn Camp
51. Rocky Ford Camp
52. Sharp’s Outfitters
53. Wacky West Travel Park
54. Snake River Area Campground

Scenic Smith Falls State Park is home to
Nebraska’s highest waterfall. The state park is
a popular destination for campers, as well as
canoers, kayakers, tubers and others who visit the
area to experience the beautiful Niobrara River,
a National Scenic River. Smith Falls is named for
Frederic Smith, who filed the first homestead
patent on the land that encompasses the falls.
The site became a state park in 1992. Not only is
the land home to the beautiful falls, it is also an
area of biological significance where several ice
age species can still be found.

Resorts & Golf Course

Federal

6. The Prairie Club
35. Merritt Trading Post Resort
38. Rock Creek Hunting
55. Frederick Peak Golf Club
State

Private

3. Fort Niobrara National Wildlife Refuge

71,516 Acres
36 Miles South Valentine
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Figure
3: Valentine, NE Regional
19,131 Acres Asset Map
7 Miles East of Valentine

hundreds of miles in either any direction.
In addition to its historical and
geographic characteristics, Valentine is also
the regional commercial hub of the Sandhills
and the neighboring Rosebud Sioux Indian
Reservation. The large Native American
6. Prairie Club Golf Course
population 10 miles
north of2600
Valentine is
6
250
14a major factor in the commercial
17
success
of many industries in town. Summed
up in three words Valentine’s sense of
place is: ranching, river, and reservation.

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Number of Visits

Jan

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

East meets west, north meets south... six
different plant communities converge along the
Niobrara River on Fort Niobrara National Wildlife
Refuge, thereby providing habitat for a rich and
unusual diversity of wildlife. Fort Niobrara NWR
has a unique blend of topography, soils, and rock
formations, along with differing exposures to
sun, wind, and moisture. This mixture creates a
wide variety of habitats that support an incredible
diversity of plants and wildlife. The Niobrara River
flows eastward across the Refuge for 9 miles,
cutting deep canyons into the limestone rocks
that underlie the Sandhills.

Number of Visits
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Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Acres

Acres

Miles East of Valentine

Miles Southwest of Valentine

Nebraska Game & Parks

Number of Visits

Jan

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Landscape Architecture Program LARCH 311 / 411 - Spring 2018

Resources

Austin Arens_LARCH 311
Keely Anderson_LARCH 311
Darby Buckley_LARCH 311
Jacob Jurgens_LARCH 311
Jerry Philbin_LARCH 311

Explore Valentine, Cherry County, Nebraska. Official Visitor and Community Resource
Guide. 2018

Ashley Rexroth_LARCH 311
Brendan Schartz_LARCH 311
Muxia Li_LARCH 411
Yitao Li_LARCH 411

Campgrounds

33. Heartland Elk Ranch
34. Lord Ranch Resort
36. Niobrara River Ranch
37. Norden Valley Ranch
39. Sandhills Double R Ranch
40. Schlagel Creek Ranch

28. Pine Glen WMA
29. Thomas Creek WMA
30. Fred Thomas WMA
31. Long Pine WMA
32. Rat and Beaver Lake WMA

2. Valentine National Wildlife RefugeRefuge

1. Niobrara National Scenic River

1
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up R

Hyannis
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1. Niobrara National Scenic River
2. Valentine National Wildlife Refuge
3. Fort Niobrara National Wildlife Refuge
4. Merritt Reservoir State Recreation Area
5. Smith Falls State Park
7. Snake River Falls
8. Samuel R. Mckelvie National Forest
9. Arthur Bowring Ranch State Historical Park
10. Niobrara Valley Vineyards

Riv

er

Riv

CHERRY COUNTY

Public Access Atlas, for Walk-in Hunting, Trapping, and Fishing in Nebraska. Nebraska
Game and Parks Commission. 2017

Private

The Prairie Club is half private club and half resort
with one of the two courses being designated
as members only access each day. Located in
the Sandhills of northern Nebraska, the Dunes
course enjoys a special remoteness with views
for miles across the choppy rolling hills that are
so unique to that region of America. Tom Lehman
and Chris Brands put in the widest fairways and
largest, most creative greens you are likely to
ever come across. The mammoth bunkers fit
perfectly in the vast environment surrounding
this impressive property.

Number of Visits

Jan

Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Partners
Valentine Comprehensive Plan. RDG Planning & Design. 2014
Niobrara National Scenic River, Nebraska, Final General Management Plan/ Environmental
Impact Statement. National Park Service. 2006.

City of Valentine
Economic Development Board
Chamber of Commerce
University of Nebraska Extension
Rural Futures Institute
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Figure 4: Valentine, NE Asset Map [Valentine, Nebraska Wayfinding Signage Plan]

INVENTORYING COMMUNITY
ASSETS
Once a community’s sense of place has been
examined, the next step in the community
design process is looking at the assets that
a community possesses. A community asset
is a unique landmark, building, or place that
attracts visitors. It is important to take a
comprehensive look at all the existing assets
that help in building an area’s sense of place.
Each asset should be categorized based on
its use. The three categories commonly used
are institutional, recreational, and cultural.
Institutional assets refer to municipal
buildings or entities such as a courthouse,
city hall, hospital, or school. These places are
important to list due to the fact that many
people from out of town could potentially
have an interest in visiting or doing business
at these places.
Recreational assets are open space

or activity programmed areas such as parks,
lakes, sports fields, or exercise facilities.
Many people passing through town have an
interest in stopping to visit, play, and enjoy
these places.
Cultural assets are the authentic
or historical places that showcase the
uniqueness of a place. They are typically
locations that possess the most sense of
place compared to any other category.
Becuase of their authentic character, many
people, especially visitors, enjoy visiting and
patronizing these establishments.
Once all assets have been identified
it is important that the assets be listed by
type and identified on a town asset map.
This illustrates the number and distribution
of assets across a given area. It can help
identify areas that have the potential to
attract large amounts of visitors as well as
those areas that are lacking in attractions.
Figure 4 shows an example of an asset
04

catalog and an associated asset map.
The Asset Map (Figure 4) helps
illustrate where assets are spatially across
town. Many of the cultural and institutional
assets run north to south along Main Street,
while the majority of the recreational
assets are found on the periphery.
The typical willigness to walk
distance is anything within a 10 minute
walking distance or 1/2 of a mile (Miller
2015). Keeping this in mind is important
when examining asset locations and their
relationships to each other. The circular
mile scale superimposed on the map above
shows walking distances between assets.
Forty-six percent of Valentine’s assets fall
within a half mile of each other.

in Figure 3, is a relatively new branding tatic
being used across town. The red color and
bold text of the graphic is immediately eyecatching and memorable. The shape of the
symbol is tied to the large entrance sign
located a few miles south of town, seen in
Figure 5. The motto takes into account the
authentic and positive imagery associated
with small town America while hinting
at the myriad of recreational activities
surrounding it.

TOWN BRANDING STRATEGIES
Once sense of place is realized and
a towns’ major assets have been identified,
it allows for a collective examination of the
overarching themes that begin to appear
across town. This is referred to as branding.
Town branding strategies, informed
by a true understanding of sense of place,
when applied cohesively across towns
unify assets, businesses, attractions, and
areas behind one identity. They can take the
form of a new town logo, motto, signage
strategy, website design, or marketing
strategy. Marketing material should be
eye-catching, memorable, and authentic
to sense of place. Branding should be a
joint effort between local government,
economic
development,
tourism,
recreational
industries,
commercial
entities, and residents. Although all these
industries are different they should still be
ambassadors of the town’s overarching
branding strategy.
Valentine’s approach to branding is
very much tied to its sense of place. The
motto “Small town, Big adventure” shown

Figure 5:Valentine, NE Promotional Logo [visitvalentine.org]

CREATING A PLACEMAKING
FRAMEWORK PLAN
		
Once town identity and sense
of place have been realized, the next step
in the process is creating a placemaking
framework plan. Understanding what a
placemaking framework plan is requires
knowledge of what placemaking is and
how to construct a framework plan.
Placemaking is the creation of
quality places and spaces that attract
people to live, work, play, learn, and visit
(Silberberg 2012). Finding its roots in
sense of place, it can be the creative
impetus to embrace and celebrate cultural
assets as economic development tools.
Placemaking is divided into three
sub-categories that each have their own
targeted goals.
05

The first is creative placemaking.
This sub-category focuses on the art and
culture of a place. It gives the local and
regional art and cultural communities an
opportunity to create public art, events,
exhibitions, and entertainment. These
creative placemaking strategies increase
a community’s quality of life by creating
entertainment, events, and encouraging
cultural sense of place. Examples of creative
placemaking include the commissioning of
murals on blank building faces, creating
a community concert or festival, painting
crosswalks, or curating an artwalk.
The second placemaking subcategory is tatical placemaking. Tatical
placemaking strategies are the easiest and
most cost-effective to implement. It creates
quality places by making cheap, small
changes in highly visible areas. Examples
of tatical placemaking include setting
tables and chairs outside of restaurants,
planting street trees, or putting planters on
street corners or light poles.
The final type of placemaking is
referred to as strategic placemaking.
Arguably the most important and
expensive type of placemaking it focuses
funding and effort at strategic places
in a community. Some of its principles
include increasing public accessibility and
walkability, improving infrastructure, and
revitalizing blighted areas for economic
improvement. It targets activity centers,
nodes, and high-traffic portions of districts
and towns. Some examples of strategic
placemaking include building sidewalks,
Main Street building facade improvements,
housing developments, or public open
space and park investment.
The combined results of creative,
tactical, and strategic placemaking will
allow a community to act on the ideas and
vision formulated when understanding
sense of place. Efforts in all three categories

of placemaking have been shown to
revitalize towns, increase economic vitality,
and boost community morale.
The second step to understanding
how to create a placemaking framework
plan is knowing what a framework plan
shows. A framework plan at city-scale
seeks to gather, diagram, and sort the
importance of all of its physical elements.
Important opportunities and conditions are
emphasized while items of less concern are
pushed back. The elements of a framework
plan that should be considered are: town
circulation, town districts, location of the
downtown and other major commercial
cores, residential areas, public parks and
open space.
The first element that should be
mapped is city circulation. City circulation
is often referred to as the civic armature
of a town. It is one of the key structural
components of how a city is laid out. When
new development occurs, the street is the
primary regulator of that new system;
property boundaries, house orientation,
sidewalks, sideyards, etc. are determined
in relationship to the street. The same can
be said of streets on the city scale. They
determine where people go to, how many
people will go there, and what those types
of places will be.
In the context of a city, circulation
can be divided into four categories
arranged by mode of travel and amount of
travel. These are: primary and secondary
roads, trails, and sidewalks. Primary roads
are the main thoroughfares through town.
They are the most heavily traveled and
are usually the widest in terms of right-ofway distance. Typical examples of primary
roads include interstates, state and federal
highways, and main streets.
Secondary roads are those that do
06
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Local
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walking and bike transportation, and link
Alleyways
residential
areas to more dense urban
32,260 lf
fabrics. Many trails follow man-made and
natural corridors such as decommissioned
rail lines or streams.
Phase II: Road Hierarchy
Sidewalks delineate the boundary
between the public domain and private
property. Typically paralleling streets, the
side of the sidewalk closest to a house is
•E Fifth Street
•Hwy 12
•Airport Rd.
•Hwy 97

•Main Street, N of
East Fifth
•Green Street

•Cherry
•Valentine St.
•Essex St.

•B St.
•Main St.
•Valentine St.

Main Street Traffic

Main Street

Hwy 97

Hwy 97

Green St.

Green St.

Cherry St.

Valentine St.

B St.

Main St.

the edge of the yard’s property line and
everything from the sidewalk edge to the
road is in the city’s right of way. Sidewalks
are an intra-neighborhood means of
transportation by pedestrians, usually
with no starting or ending destination. The
presence and quality of sidewalks can be
a determining factor of how walkable a
neighborhood is.
The above map (Figure 6) shows the
primary and secondary roads in Valentine
while listing typical daily travel loads.
Hwy 20

Airport Rd.

Main Street, N of E 5th

Essex St.

The second item that should be taken
into account is the location, boundaries and
linakages of districts in a town. Districts
can be determined by finding areas
with similar building uses, facade and
building styles, or complementary building

Landscape Architecture Program LARCH 311 / 411 - Spring 2018
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programs. For example, an entertainment
district usually has a few prominent
entertainment venues, complemented by
bars, restaurants, and hotels. There may
be a typical streetscape structure, road
treatment, signage etc. that lets the user
know they are in an identifiable place.
The formation or designation
of districts can act as a catalyst for
development. When this is done, it is
important to realize what infrastructure,
streetscape, and walkability improvements
should be made to allow for a comfortable
pedestrian experience. When proposing a
district it is helpful to have an anchoring
program or venue, such as a conference
center or entertainment venue, that will
draw large numbers of people. This will
allow complementary building programs
to follow.
Closely
related
to
districts,
designating the area of the downtown
core is important to a framework plan. A
downtown core usually represents the
highest density of commercial and mixeduse programs in a city. It is usually bisected
or contained by a main thoroughfare such
as a local or state highway or rail line.
Downtown cores are major
opportunity zones and areas where
strategic placemaking can occur. These
heavily pedestrian areas are usually lined
with low-vacancy buildings where the first
floor consists of shops, restaurants, and
retail centers. Very successful downtowns
convert and build the upper stories of
buildings into residential apartments, flats,
or condominiums.
Downtown street infrastructure
and streetscape conditions are vital to
pedestrian experiences. Street lighting,
paving, trees and vegetation, art, and
seating all play into the success of a

downtown retail core.
Mapping residential areas is
another necessary part of a framework
plan. Residential areas are those where
the primary landuse is single and multifamily housing. In most Midwestern cities
residential areas encircle a downtown
or commercial core. Older homes and
rectangular block structures are typically
located closer to the downtown core. In
Figure 7, the dark grey rectangle shows
where those areas occur in Valentine.
The further away from the central
town core the less dense and more
sprawling housing areas become. Lower
density housing developments create
longer walking distances to commercial
cores, open and park spaces, and generally
decrease walkability. The further suburban
housing sprawls outward from the center
of town, the longer the distance and cost
of running utilities like water and sewer
pipes and the more miles of road there is to
maintain. The light grey circles in Figure 7
show areas where suburban sprawl could
become a potential problem.
Knowing where current residential
centers are helps to show where there
are shortcomings in trail and sidewalk
accessibility, as well as access to open space.
Before considering outward expansion,
cities should look for opportunities for infill
housing projects. Small lot redevelopment
and renovations can be attractive selling
points for portions of the population,
including young professionals and early
retirees that are looking for less yard to
maintain or downsizing from a previous
house.
It is also important to identify the
areas where residential development
should be encouraged. Optimal places
to expand housing include areas with
08
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Figure 7: Valentine, NE Residential Areas Map (Credit: Brendan Schartz, Jacob Jurgens)
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Figure 8: Proposed Site of Green Street Housing Development, Valentine, NE
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minimal topographic change, no existing
land uses, and those closest to amenities
like schools, commercial centers, or
recreational attractions.
In Figure 7 the yellow arrow on
the right side of the map represents
where future residential development
opportunities should be encouraged. The
40 acre parcel of land directly adjacent
to the high school and hospital is a prime
place for the next ten to twenty years of
new homes in Valentine to be built.

four key qualities to successful spaces,
these apply especially to parks and open
space. They are: access and linakages,
comfort and image, uses and activities,
and sociability.
Access is concerned with how well
a place is connected to its surroundings
both visually and physically. A successful
park is visible, easy to get to and around.
Physical elements as well as perception
can affect also affect access.
Comfort and image are key to
whether a place will be used. Users have
perceptions about safety and cleanliness,
adjacent buildings, and a place’s character
or charm. Having a variety of seating is
also key in how comfortable a person is in
a space.
A places’ use and activities plays
an important role in how successful it is.
ENVIRONMENTAL SYSTEMS
Parks need to have programmed areas
that make them destinations. They make

The final element that should be
mapped in a town placemaking framework
plan are parks and open space. Open
space is a vital part of a community. It
increases surrounding property values and
is associated with higher quality of life.
Places
the
Making
Some
parksinand
open
spaces are
Valentine,
NE
Spring
2018
more successful than others. There are
tine,
Valen ska
Nebra
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Four Key Qualities of a Successful Place
1. Access and linkages
Access concerns how well a place is connected to its
surroundings both visually and physically. A successful public space is visible, easy to get to and around.
Physical elements can affect access (a continuous row
of shops along a street is more interesting and generally safer to walk by than a blank wall or empty lot), as
can perceptions (the ability to see a public space from
a distance). Accessible public places have a high turnover in parking and, ideally, convenient public transit.
2. Comfort and image
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Figure 9: Valentine, NE Open Space Map (Credit: Yitao Li, Austin Arens)

Sports Complex

Special Use

Park Classifications
3. Uses and activities
Activities that occur in a place—friendly social interactions, free public concerts, community art shows, and
more—are its basic building blocks: they are the reasons why people come in the first place and why they
return. Activities also make a place special or unique,
which, in turn, may help generate community pride.
4. Sociability
This is a difficult but unmistakable quality for a place
to achieve. When people see friends, meet and greet
their neighbors, and feel comfortable interacting with

1. Mini-Park
Used to address limited, isolated or unique
recreational needs.
2. Neighborhood Park
Neighborhood park remains the basic unit of the park
system and serves as the recreational and social focus
of the neighborhood. Focus is on informal active and
passive recreation.
3. School-Park
Depending on circumstances, combining parks with
school sites can fulfill the space requirements for other

On-Street Bikeways

Park Trail

Parks in Valentine
1

1. Frederick Peak Golf Club

8

8. Community Garden

10
2

2. Valentine Nature Park

9

9. Valentine High School

a place special or unique and therefore
worth visiting.
Sociability is the final characteristic
of a successful place. If the space is heavily
trafficked by other people a person knows
or if they have the chance of running into
friends at a place, people are more likely to
use the space. Space sociability is also a
measure of sense of place, comfortability,
and community pride.
Figure 9 shows maps the open
spaces and parks in Valentine. After
diagramming the locations of the parks
and open space and categorizing each
based on the type of use, biases across
town start to become apparent. Park
space seems to be located largely on the
northern and eastern sides of town. This
is due to a variety of factors including the
steep grade change and natural areas
along Minnechaduza Creek north of town.
These areas are more scenic and would
have been harder to develop. If another
park were to be proposed in Valentine,
Figure 9 would suggest that it should
happen somewhere in the west of center
area of town.

VALENTINE’S PLACEMAKING
FRAMEWORK PLAN
Valentine’s placemaking framework plan
proposes a town vision that is forward
thinking. By proposing a wide array of
project types in sectors such as housing,
infrastructure, transportation, and parks
it compounds the effects it will have
when implemented. It seeks highlight
opportunity moments across town that
can be recognized and improved upon for
social, cultural, and economic benefits.
The first major idea the plan focuses
on is strengthening the highly visible
entrances through town. The gateway

entrance features at the four corner of
town (highlighted in gray circles on Figure
10) should be enhanced with welcome
signage and encourage travelers to stop
and spend time at amenities across town.
The framework plan identifies Main
Street and the downtown core of Valentine
as another opportunity area. A Nebraska
state highway improvement project
encompassing 5 blocks of downtown is
used as a catalyzing project to increase
economic vitality, visitor and community
member shopping experiences, enhance a
public art agenda, and boost tourism.
A
secondary
trails
initiative
identified by the framework plan suggests
a few new opportunities. The addition of
bikeways along Third Street will provide
safe travel for children going to Valentine’s
primary and secondary schools that anchor
each end of town. An additional connector
and proposed loop trails will increase
walkability and access from residential
areas to open space across town and
enhance pedestrian safety.
The framework plan takes into
account future housing needs by locating
the new Green Street Development
across from the high school on the east
side of town. The 40 acre parcel will be
developed in a way that acknowledges
Valentine’s unique residential character,
while providing a range of housing types
and affordable housing options.
The final major idea underscored in
the plan is the creation of a park system on
the north side of town, using Minnechaduza
Creek as its spine. Renovations to the
town’s most important park, City Park, will
include greater access to the creek and
increased program areas. A 2 mile kayak
water trail is also highlighted on the plan
and in the design outcomes.
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Vision: BIG ADVENTURES in a SMALL TOWN
Placemaking is essential in order for Valentine to become a more prosperous community where young families, early retirees,
ranchers, tourists, and Native Americans support economic development. Strengthening the connection between people and the
place they live, Valentine facilitates a collaborative process by which they shape their public realm to maximize shared value. This
pays particular attention to the physical, cultural, and social identities that define Valentine and support its ongoing evolution. As
a result, Valentine’s corridors, public places and spaces, and connections are accessible, fun, engaging, attractive, clean, and most
importantly, neighborly and welcoming.
Great corridors make great communities
As Valentine strives to enhance economic vitality, quality of life, and the environment there is a need for a corridor
planning approach that considers multiple forms of transportation, adjacent land uses, and the connecting street
network that can transform the transportation planning process into one that respects and enhances our natural
and human environments. Corridors should be designed and operated to enable safe access for all users including:
pedestrians, bicyclists, and motorists of all ages and abilities. Corridors should make it easy to cross the street,
walk to shops, and bike to work.

A range civic places and spaces are essential to support a
vibrant community.

Connectivity makes places and spaces more vital,

Key Places and Spaces include:

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

•

Main Street
Valentine restores the historic functions of their town center and becomes a destination, community
anchor, and a public space for Valentine’s residents. The new center of arts and culture, Main Street’s new
art scene has life beyond dusk and cafés spilling out onto the street. It provides a venue for emerging
artists to display or perform their work and a welcome green refuge for residents who live nearby. It is a
pedestrian-friendly district conducive to walking as well as a place to meet up with family and friends for
dinner and a gallery walk.

•

Entertainment District
This new restaurant and entertainment district is a regional attraction to ranchers and tourist alike, as well
as downtown employees, residents, and visitors from nearby towns.

•

Neighborhood Development
This new neighborhood is compact, pedestrian-friendly, and offers a broad range of housing types and
price levels. It brings together people of diverse ages and incomes into daily interaction, strengthening the
personal and civic bonds essential to an authentic community.

•

Convention/Conference Center

Corridors link places together like pearls on a necklace. These places, or “nodes,” are comprised of existing
destinations in the community that provide a sense of place and important wayfinding.
Corridor planning and design should consider the following: image, civic armature, safety, sociability, wayfinding,
and business development.

Key Corridors include:
•

US Highways 20 and 83
These gateway highways lead to the revitalized downtown core and new pedestrian-friendly and
accessible environment. Reflecting regional character, these highways cause the motorists to slow down,
take in the sights, and stop for fuel, refreshments, and a little shopping.

•

Main Street

accessible, social, sustainable, and healthy!
US Highway 20/83
Main Street
3rd Street
Green Street
Cowboy Trail
City and Park Trail Network

Phase II: Inventory
& Analysis
Figure 10: Valentine, NE Placemaking Framework Plan (Credit: Brendan Schartz, Jacob Jurgens, Kim Wilson)
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Identifying Projects + Timelines

Figure 11: Valentine, NE Main Street (2018)

Downtown: Main Street Streetscape Renovation
The renovation of 5 blocks of
Main Street running through downtown
Valentine is described as the biggest
change set to happen to the town in
two generations. Starting in the spring
of 2021, the Nebraska Department of
Transportation will be tearing up and
replacing the aged World War ll era
concrete from storefront to storefront.
Community leaders and stakeholders saw
this as an opportunity in 2018 to gather
public input into what the community
wanted to see change downtown.
The current state of downtown
Valentine’s Main Street was bleak.
Oversized traffic lanes and wide spanning
sidewalks emphasize the car, not the
pedestrian, as the first priority. The entirety
of the 5 blocks of Main Street was concrete.
There were no street trees or greenery
to offer shade or soften the harshness of

Valentine’s climate. Street furnishings,
benches, and places to socialize or
congregate were non-existent and the light
poles and fixtures were old and inefficient.
Seeing all of these shortcomings, leaders
at the city level were encouraged to invest
in streetscape infrastructure to make
downtown an environment conducive to
pedestrian commercial activity.
Landscape architecture students
from the University of Nebraska-Lincoln’s
College of Architecture were tasked
to help in the downtown community
visioning process. Students gave design
ideas and suggestions to gauge public
opinion and support. Features that were
suggested included rain garden planting
beds, ornamental shade trees, a boardwalk
sidewalk, corner and mid-block pedestrian
crossings, decorative crosswalks, and
modern benches and other site furnshings.
13

The intial visioning done by the
students allowed Valentine to bring in
national urban design professionals for
a multi-day charette to discuss more
concrete possibilities and outcomes.
During this process a roadway engineering
design consultant was hired by the state
to begin the construction of street design
documents. Taking into account the
amount of public input that had already
been done, the consultant was assisted
by representatives from the University
of Nebraska to help with the creation
of the streetscape design construction
documents as well.
Over the course of the spring and
summer of 2019, streetscape design
documents were created on-site by
a University of Nebraska Landscape
Architecture student and professor team,
in close conjunction with the city and
the state’s highway design consultant.
Through negotiations with the city,

the consultants, and the public, final
construction documents were completed
in December of 2019.
The final streetscape design will first
and foremost increase pedestrian safety
on Main Street. Bumpouts at intersections
were proposed to meet state highway
design criteria shortening the distance that
pedestrians would have to walk across
oncoming traffic. The bumpouts allow for
social congregation areas on the street
corners supported by seating, artwork,
planting areas, and shade trees. Street
trees are spaced equally and opposite of
a new light pole strategy. The new light
poles will have energy efficient dimmable
LED light bulbs with Dark-Sky compliant
fixtures.
Scheduled to be completed in the
fall of 2022, Valentine’s new Main Street
will provide better social and economic
opportunities for businesses, community
members, and tourists for years to come.

Figure 12: Valentine, NE North Main Street Perspective
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3RD STREET

2ND STREET

Figure 13: Valentine, NE Main Street Streetscape Plan from 1st St. to 3rd St.

A STREET

Graphic by Austin Arens

Cowboy Trail

Historic Downtown Valentine, NE

1ST STREET
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Valentine Wayfinding Signage Framework Plan
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Figure 14: Valentine, NE Wayfinding Signage
Framework

Transportation: Town Wayfinding Signage Strategy
In conjunction with Valentine’s Main
Street renovation project, the city is looking
to implement a cohesive branding identity
through wayfinding signage during and
after constrution. The signage system will
have a hierarchy of signs that are directed
to different groups. New welcome signs
and and vehicular wayfinding signs will
help visitors from out of town navigate to
downtown businesses during and after
construction. They will also help direct
traffic to different town assets including
the golf course, hospital, City Hall, and
many others.
The pedestrian kiosks and location
markers will help identify town assets to
visitors and tourists. The kiosks, located at
each end of downtow, will show location
maps and distances to places across town

to help tourists get a sense of where they
are located in relation to their surroundings.
The signage styles and design are
evocative of Valentine’s sense of place
and culture. Bright red colors and familiar
graphic styles help relate the signs back to
tourism initiatives and will help in marketing
the town. The end goal of the wayfinding
signage system is to help visitors find their
way through Valentine, while encouraging
them to stop and take in different parts of
town.
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Wayfinding Signage Enlargement
***Sign Design Subject to Change***

GOLF COURSE
GOLF COURSE

HOSPITAL

HOSPITAL

DOWNTOWN

HIGH SCHOOL

HIGH SCHOOL

LIVESTOCK AUCTION

LIVESTOCK AUCTION

FAIRGROUNDS

FAIRGROUNDS

Sign H

Sign I

Small Welcome Sign
Signage in Context
Part lll: Application

Vehicular Wayfinding Sign
on Westbound HWY 83 near
Casey’s

Pedestrian Kiosk at Cowboy
Trailhead Park

Location Marker at Visitors Center

Figure 15: Exercpt from Valentine , Nebraska Wayfinding Signage Plan

Part lll: Application
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Ecosystem Benefits:
When a new bike hits the road they are friendlier to the
environment. For one bike ride to work you would be
saving 42 times the amount of energy than if you were
to drive. Bike riding uses minimal fossil fuels and is a
pollution free mode of transport. Bikes reduce the need
to build, service and dispose of cars.

Health Benefits:
Boost creativity, Improves blood pressure and blood
sugar levels, helps to elevate your mood and enhance
mental health and well being, increases metabolism,
strengthens immune system, improves self image, by
walking 21 minutes a day you cut your risk of heart disease
by 30%, walking also helps you avoid osteoporosis and
osteoarthritis.
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Health Benefits:
Increased cardiovascular fitness, muscle strength and
flexibility, improved joint mobility, decreased stress
levels, improved posture and coordination, strengthened
bones, decreased body fat levels, prevention or
management of disease, and reduced anxiety and
depression. These are easy steps to increase your health
and wellness that could just come from biking to work
instead of driving.

s Sce

Old Gym

Walking Trails are very beneficial to a persons health
and wellness. Providing walkways increases how well
pedestrians perceive their needs. Providing sidewalks,
widened paved shoulders, or stabilized shoulders
increases the transportation options for individuals who
may not be able to drive a car.

Many of the proposed bike
network trail additions will be very quick
to implement and low cost. The northern
and western portions of the loop trails can
be accomplished without the addition of
any concrete sidewalk. Simply adding a
painted 3 foot bike lane on each side of the
road will help to define the path and routes
for the loop trail additions. These markings
will increase the safety of children biking to
school or the swimming pool, adults biking
to work, or families on nighttime walks.
Butte

Ball Fields

es to
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Why Bike Lanes and Walking Trails?

Bike lanes are a crucial necessity for many different
sized towns. Bike ETlanes encourage people stay active
STRE
which improves
DOUG there health and wellness. Bike lanes
also reduce green house gases which helps improve the
ecosystem and the quality of life in that region. Having a
well established bike lane helps reduce traffic in a town.

Transportation: City-Wide Trail Improvements
Public Pool/Park

11
Another series
of transportation
related
projects to 12
come out of Valentine’s
4
placemaking
framework
plan were related
13
5
to6 future trail expansions. The town’s
14
unique position along the Cowboy Trail
7
(the
longest rails to15trails conversion in the
16
United
States) has opened
avenues for it to
8
become a more walkable community. With
the addition of the Green Street Connector
SpurPhase
(northIII:
and
south green
Network
Planline on the
east side of Figure 16) in the fall of 2019,
half of the bike network trails have been
established.
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Bike and Pedestrain City Network Plan
Figure 16: Valentine, NE City Connector Trail Master Plan (Credit: Ashley Rexroth, Keely Anderson
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Ecosystem Benefits:
Active transportation does not require fuel and does
not cause air pollution. It also frees up more space on
the roads, making your neighborhoods more pleasant.
Walking also helps reduce air pollution.

Economical Benefits:
When safe facilities are provided for pedestrians and
bicyclists, people can walk and ride more and spend less
Economical Benefits:
on transportation, meaning they have more money to
In comparison, the cost of buying and maintaining a save or spend. Increasing the number of bicycles and
bike is around one percent of the cost of buying and pedestrian walkways increases the values of homes
maintaining a car. Biking to work each day will save which spurs economic development in communities.
about $1,700 per year in transport costs, this includes all
running costs and depreciation.

“Walkways, Sidewalks, and Public Spaces.” FHWA Course on Bicycle and Pedestrian
Transportation. Accessed March 28, 2018. https://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/ped_bike/univcourse/pdf/
swless13.pdf.
“Seeding & Landscaping.” Official Nebraska Department of Transportation Website. Accessed
March 28, 2018. http://dot.nebraska.gov/projects/environment/roadside/seeding/.

Partners

City of Valentine
Economic Development Board
Chamber of Commerce
University of Nebraska Extension
Rural Futures Institute

18

Places in the Making

tine,
Valen ska
Nebra

MINNECHADUZA VALLEY

Valentine, NE Spring 2018

North Rim

Tra
il

Golf Course Bridge Lot

Fish

Water Tower

ery

tch

Ha

ail

r
kT

Peak to Cree

d
Pon

Fish Hatchery Pond Lot

il
Tra

Mill Pond Lot

M

ill

Po
n

d

Minnechaduza Park Landing

Cowboy Connector Trail

North City Loop Trail Addition

Figure 17: Valentine, NE Land and Water Trail Master Plan

Land & Water Trail Master Plan
The existing trails north of Valentine provide residents with a variety of short distance
walking trails in and around a few main parks. Most of the trails negotiate steep changes
in elevation from the city down to Minnechaduza Creek. Current trails are compacted dirt
paths in parks that are maintained periodically throughout the summer. There are some
problems with erosion where repeated use has formed ruts in or next to the trail.
In a similar way, Minnechaduza Creek is used informally as a kayaking course by Valentine
residents due to the fact that put-in locations are walking distance away from the city and
it is relatively easy to access the Niobrara River as the creek flows into it near the Cornell
Dam unloading area. There are currently no parking areas to help service the floating of
kayaks on Minnechaduza Creek other than parking lots located in City Park and at the
Cornell Dam bridge.

recreation. The low maintenance gravel
In addition to increasing walkability
trails will take advantage of the scenic
through connector trails in town, the
Valentine Land and Water Trail Master views of the creek bottom and the higher
canyon rims to the north of the creek
Plan suggests new recreational paths
north of town. The creation of a new water that overlook town. The addition of these
trails seeks to provide more tourism and
trail on Minnechaduza Creek will allow
recreational opportunities for community
residents to kayak from an onboarding
members and tourists alike.
point at City Park till an outboarding
location 2 miles downstream at the Golf
Course Bridge parking lot. This water trail
addition looks to add recreational potential
to the community and embrace Valentine’s
commercial watercraft tourism on the
Niobrara 4 miles to the east.
The orange dashed trails in Figure
17 Phase
represent
hiking trail additions
in
lll:new
Minnechaduza
Trails Master
Plan
the steep, pine creseted canyons of the
Minnechaduza. These proposed trails will
make use of city owned proerty (inside the
blue dashed lines) as an asset to community
The new trails master plan proposes the addition of three new trails and adding on to a
current trail:
– Water Tower Trail
– North Rim Trail
– Peak to Creek Trail
– Addition to North City Loop Trail
Current trails should be paved covered with 2 inches of either bark mulch or crushed
gravel. Where steep elevation changes and erosion problems exist along the paths, new
railroad ties should be added to help negotiate the steeper slopes.

The new trails master plan also propses the formalization of Minnechaduza Creek as
a 5 mile water trail beginning at The Landing in Minnechaduza Park and ending at the
Cornell Dam bridge pick-up point on the Niobrara River. Potential new parking access
points include:
– South of Fish Hatchery Pond
– Bridge northwest of Frederick Peak Golf Course

Existing condition. Big Pine Trail leads down from the north end of Main Street in Valentine down to City Park. The current
trail is a compacted dirt path that is mowed and maintained periodically throughout the summer and fall.

Existing condition. Railroad tie stairs lead down the Minnechaduza Loop Trail towards the creek edge. A mix of shade from
overhead evergreen tree canopy and large amounts of snow melt creates hazardous icy conditions.
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Figure 18: Valentine, NE City Park Master Plan (Credit: Jacob Jurgens, Austin Arens)

Park Plan
City Park currently is a large bananna-shaped park located north of Valentine along
Minnechaduza Creek. A circuituous road takes one through the park by car with parking
situated informally along the road and in one designated parking lot near a current
playground. Visitors can cross the creek by a series of three bridges, the westernmost
being accessible by car. Current activities in the park include camping, playgrounds, sand
volleyball, a stage, disc golf, fishing, and events that go on at the Girl Scout’s Cabin.

Parks & Open Space: Re-Envisioning City Park

In the proposed plan, City Park becomes the newly renamed Minnechaduza Park to
dispel preconceived notions of the stereotypical small town park and highlight one of
the park’s most important features, Minnechaduza Creek. The park will be divided into 3
different areas:
– The Landing
– The Bowl
– The Preserve

City Park sits on the northern side of
Valentine and is defined by Minnechaduza
Creek which runs through it. The park is
currently a typical small town park with
picnic areas, playground equipment, and
some fishing opportunities along the
creek. It was identified in the placemaking
framework plan as under-utililized asset
by the city and in need of a facelift.
The new City Park master
plan proposes the park programs be
consolidated in three distinct areas. The
Preserve area will take over the nothern
and western parts of the park. The existing
old-growth bur oaks in the area will be
Phase lll: Minnechaduza Park
preserved and maintained to ensure full
shading of the area. Interspersed among
the trees will be new walking paths and
picnic shelters.
The three new areas are broken up by a single two-way loop road that has designated
parking stalls near areas of higher use. The road forms the area called The Landing which
is the main activity hub of the park. Its southern portion also leads visitors down to the
creek’s edge and provides access for kayakers. To the west, The Bowl is the park’s main
event area consisting of the Girl Scout’s Cabin and an outdoor amphitheater. The theater
would be used to host concerts and other large group events. Downstream to the east
where most of the camping sites previously existed is The Preserve. The existing bur oak
forest will be planted with native vegetation with two wide lawns and picnic shelters
creating space for family reunions a variety of sports. The creek in this area would be
modified with cement infill riffles to create a series of small rapids that activate the water
for kayakers and enhances fish habitat for anglers. The new trails in this area would link
up to the existing Minnechaduza and Big Pine Loop Trails leading back up to the city of
Valentine.

Natural Vegetation
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The second area, the Bowl, will
create an outdoor entertainment area on
the western side of the park. An tiered
amphitheater and supporting parking
loop will create an opportunity for outdoor
conerts, family reunions, and other city
sponsored gatherings.
The final area, the Landing, acts as
the catalyst for activity in the park. The
Landing helps activate the park through
the addition of a kayak launch point along
the curve in the Minnechaduza (Figure
19). The launch point would be supported
by a kayak storage and rental facility and
concession stand.

Existing condition. Minnechaduza Creek on the east side of City Park is wide and slow moving. The north creek bank is
relatively level with the bank to creek distance being 5 feet or less.

Path

Lawn

Picnic
Shelter

Lawn

Path Buffer

Existing condition. Much of City Park is covered in stands of native bur oaks. The northern half of the park is mostly bur oak
canopy and mowed lawn that slopes up gradually to the road.

Creek

Natural
Vegetation

Disc Golf Natural
Course Vegetation
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Figure 19: Valentine, NE Proposed Kayak Onboarding Ramp in City Park
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Conclusion
Many rural communities are being
faced with big decisions about their
futures. Rural towns across the United
States are being challenged by issues
related to demographic renewal, quality of
life, and retaining and recruiting a varied
workforce. The towns that being to see
positive changes in their communities are
the ones that have started to take action.
Forward thinking individuals and
governments are working towards ideas
like modern town branding, infrastructure
improvements, walkability and quality of life
initiatives. Towns that begin to responsibly
invest in themselves in a targeted, planned
measure are those that will weather the
storm of rural depopulation trends.
When towns look at their future
through the lenses of community

prosperity through placemaking, the future
becomes brighter and more manageable.
Improvement projects come from time
related goals and framework plans. Creating
a town placemaking framework plan is
a targeted way to start preparing for the
future. When towns have plans and goals,
community attitudes towards progress are
much higher.
Time will tell the outcome of Valentine,
Nebraska’s success in implementing and
seeing results from their placemaking
efforts. Valentine is a unique town, but the
problems it faces are not unique to rural
America. As a town, Valentine has thrown
itself into the breach, not knowing what
lies ahead, but realizing that nothing will be
solved by living in the past.
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